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Cowries and safe delivery beliefs
―　with reference to “Taketori Monogatari”,
Ami SATO
　Cowries, known as “Koyasu-gai” in Japan, have long been believed to be a talisman of a 
baby's safe birth. This paper aims to explore the reason why cowries are considered 
propitious at a baby's birth, and the thoughts and wishes that people entrust to cowries. In 
this article, we will discuss “Taketori Monogatari”, the novel in which cowries were 
mentioned for the first time in Japanese literature.
　 It is thought that cowries were already recognized as the treasures in the late 9th and early 
10th centuries when the story was said to have been established. To clarify the thoughts and 
beliefs about cowries, we collected descriptions of the customs related to cowries from the 
“Nippon sanikushuzoku shiryo shusei”, a collection of the customs related to childbirth. In 
studying about cowries, we also examined the meaning of the swallows that appear in the 
story together with cowries.
　The author of "Taketori Monogatari" chose cowries among many other shellfish, and 
swallows rather than other animals and birds, because both cowries and swallows are 
creatures involved in childbirth. This suggests that there may be specific reasons why these 
two creatures appear together. In addition, in "Taketori Monogatari", the swallows lay 
cowries instead of eggs. 
　One possible reason for this is that cowries and eggs are similar in shape, but it may be 
because these two were called “Kai”. Eggs and shellfish are materially different, but have the 
same symbolic meaning, function, and action related to safe childbirth. Therefore, in 
"Taketori Monogatari", a story can be established that a swallow gives birth to cowries.
　By focusing on the symbolism, the universal meaning can be made clear. In “Taketori 
Monogatari”, we became aware of the symbolism of cowries, that is, the thoughts and wishes 
of the people in those days on safe childbirth. Because the meaning is universal, such 
customs remain even if the times change. We think that exploring the symbolic meaning will 
help us understand the customs and religious phenomena that remain in modern society.
